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In 1900 an astonishing discovery was made almost simultane-
ously by three biologists working independently on problems of
heredity. The discovery did not result from their own experi-
menting, but from that of an Austrian monk named GREGOR
MENDEL, whose work they found in an obscure scientific journal
which had been published 34 years earlier and promptly forgot-
ten. Mendel had puttered in his garden, crossbreeding peas.
When he mated white-flowered peas with red-flowered peas he
found that certain intangible factors, which he called merely
"elements'3 for want of a better term, determined whether the
offspring would be red or white. The "elements" produced con-
sistent ratios between red and white offspring, not only for one
generation, but in successive generations. These rules for heredi-
tary transmission became known as Mendel's laws.
At once biologists the world over followed up Mendel's study.
In America Thomas Hunt Morgan and Raymond Pearl, among
others, developed the theory of heredity according to genes and
chromosomes, terms that replaced Mendel's "elements." Genes,
so far as can be determined, are submicroscopic protein mole-
cules existing in germ cells. Linked together in definite patterns,
the genes form chromosomes. These complicated patterns of
genes, unique for each person, determine his heredity. A human
germ cell contains 24 pairs of chromosomes, each made up of
probably thousands of genes. When a male sperm and a female
ovum unite at the time of conception, each releases one of each
of its chromosome pairs, which then combine in the cell nucleus
of the new individual formed and thus determine his whole
physical heritage.
What traits do we inherit? We inherit the color of our eyes,
hair, and skin, shape of skull, and a tendency to be short or to be
tall. Certain physical defects like color-blindness, stub fingers, and
some forms of baldness also are inherited. No common diseases
except diabetes are hereditary, though inherited predispositions
toward cancer, tuberculosis, and allergies may exist. Only two